Further nuggets of ‘criticism’ of All Souls and conservative evangelical theology

In summary, I would say the conservative evangelical outlook is mistaken as follows: A) Over-emphasising Jesus as being fully God, and under-emphasising Jesus as being fully man. B) Over-emphasising the Bible as being the ‘word of God’, but under-emphasising the Bible as the ‘word of man’. C) Over-emphasising that salvation is at one point, but under-emphasising that salvation is through continuing in love. D) Over-emphasising the ‘wrath of God’, but under-emphasising the ‘Grace of God’. (Thus not properly acknowledging the part Jesus’ incarnation, life, preaching, healing, relating to sinners, being fully tempted, being resurrected, and ascending, etc. played in salvation.) After that, the main theological areas where I would disagree with All Souls are as follows:

1. I do not believe in the doctrine, or experience in reality, of the belief in ‘once saved, one is always saved’.

2. I believe that conversion to faith is by God alone, not at all to do with preachers, talks, courses, or events.

3. Bible reading is very healthy, but so are many other aspects of faith and I do not believe anything magical happens during Bible reading that on its own solves pastoral, personal, practical, or other problems.

4. I do not believe that those who have not heard of Jesus must end up in hell.

5. I do not believe circumcision in the Old Testament equates to baptism in the New Testament.

6. I do not believe Jesus spoke of Christians as salt of the earth meaning to describe them only as portenders or harbingers of the doom awaiting the non-believer by reference to Lot's wife turning in to a pillar of salt.

7. I do not believe that Jesus appears regularly throughout the Old Testament.

8. I do not believe there is a Biblical imperative for every Christian to be an evangelist.

9. I disagree with the lack of emphasis on Grace, rather coercing people to think, do, and believe as leaders stipulate at the perceived cost of withdrawal of love, denial of opportunities, and spiritual discomfort.

10. I disagree with the priority put on conversion and teaching over the development of Christian character in all members, promoting grace, love, and enjoying life with Him, within a Christian community.


Loving the sinner and hating the sin is very hard, but the threshold of pain that people in All Souls will withstand before they abandon someone is far too low. One deviation in belief or behaviour from another's largely self-made standards tends to induce isolation. The uncertainty of proper disciplinary intervention to protect against or resolve behavioural issues arising leads to a lack of openness. People behave very differently, according to the person they are with under the false impression that love, acceptance, and giving attention to others is conditional. People are like ever-changing traffic lights to each other that miss the amber, waiting stage discouraging vulnerability, and the offering of invitations. People claim independence unable to see that they are equal to other Christians and are thoroughly corrupt, unable to do anything good except through Him.

Love must induce the Spirit to flow out of someone, and there must be the instinct to say, ‘that is all right I love you’, not only when another is sinful, but also when in disagreement with, or disappointed by someone. Love is compulsory; on any particular day one might have valid excuses for not meeting with the large number of lonely and needy people in church, but if this 'bad Samaritan' behaviour becomes prevalent it can develop into a bad habit such that when the opportunity to love is presented a person is unable to love and this is serious. Such a person should be strongly encouraged to go to pubs, hospitals, and prisons to ensure that they are able to love, and so their salvation is not at risk. Some Christians are able to love everyone, including the socially undesirable, from day one of their Christian life, (though their love needs to be appropriately refined and channelled), whereas for others such practical outworking of their faith takes time to develop, but a motivation to love must be fully nurtured.

The organisation of All Souls is poor as many who work there testify and change in particular is managed badly. It is revealing that members of staff can walk by without acknowledging each other, not saying anything unless they have a use for the other person. There is an unnecessary creation of distance between the church and its members, and a general business-like rather than family atmosphere.


The Bible may be God's revelation to us of less than 1% of all that He could have revealed about Himself, just that which is necessary and sufficient for salvation. Many areas of morality and important issues are not preached about (as well as much of the Gospels including the cross and resurrection as they do not fit well for evangelical application), because they are not covered by a particular Bible passage. The tendency to be either black and white or non-committal in interpreting the Bible is unhelpful to relationship and discourages people from trusting in their own ability to think; there should be a recognised constituency for those inclined to balanced or non-definite views. Much about relationship cannot be learned from the Bible, rather only by experience so people should be pushed to build relationships and gain experience of living by the Spirit so gaining in mature wisdom.

Much of theology includes a smaller negative counter-argument that makes the primary argument true as in the heating up of water inducing the cooling effect of letting off steam, which enables the water to boil. God's love is not understood properly until the nature of God's wrath, which might appear to contradict it, is also understood. The denial of the extent of the Spirit's power, influence, and ability to reveal God's nature and purposes has marked effects on people looking for intellectual rather than relational answers. God is love, God is not wrath, but God’s wrath flows from His love and it is a part of it, without at all diminishing or dominating it.


If revival happens hopefully converts will not end up at big evangelical churches, but places where they are loved, accepted, and nourished, not burdened, pressured, and made busy. The church should note with concern that non-Christians often seem happier, more sociable, and have greater integrity. Those attending Christianity Explored frequently seem to have a zest for life lacking in church members, and it is particularly sad when the enthusiasm of new believers diminishes, often rapidly, because it is channelled into gaining knowledge, achieving tasks and general religiosity, rather than loving relational activities. (Roles in church should not be given to those known to be capable of fulfilling them, but rather to those who have the potential to grow through the experience, without any shame being attached should the perception be that of some degree of failure.)

There seems little attempt to meet the world and even the small number of converts may disguise the real effectiveness of the evangelism; Adrian Plass described the chap who in spite of all attempts to convert him became a Christian. Christianity Explored makes the unconditional (no strings attached), conditional (give up certain sins) and sells the Gospel along with the church and its particular style of belief. While statistics show 90% of evangelicals becoming Christians primarily through a friend, All Souls dedicates itself to ever-better resources and techniques rather than relationship development. If starting with 1000 Christians each could lead one other person to faith in Christ every 25 years the population of the world would be converted within 300 years and a much better ratio ought to be possible. The focus should be on reaching not preaching, people not programmes.


At the heart of the All Souls condition is the presumption that excuses can be made for individual and collective disobedience of Scripture, because of the great goal of teaching and conversion. But it is both wrong and counter-productive to allow any preacher or any church to ignore their mandatory obligation to provide pastoral care, just because they are such knowledgeable Bible teachers. Christianity prospers through healthy churches and it is very wrong to focus only on teaching at the expense of relationship. Sharing of feelings, problems, and ideas should be unconditionally welcomed and counselling should be seen as normal and not a barrier to affirming opportunities elsewhere in the church. Christians are not generally moaners or time-wasters so anyone prepared to stand up for a cause will usually have something constructive to say, or else they are lacking in the love and acceptance that should be readily available. People are under a lot of stress from the atmosphere of gossip and a complete lack of confidentiality with what they say potentially being used against them; they are looking up the hierarchy trying to please those in 'power' instead of looking below and trying to bring others up.

There are fewer guest preachers at All Souls now since they cannot be relied upon to tow the party line (after sermons from the former Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of London, and Phillip Yancey, the clergy have privately moaned at them for not sticking to the Biblical text, yet they attempted admirably to connect God with real life). I do not believe Jesus was that intellectual, and anyway His concern is for us to love and forgive, yet All Souls is built on hierarchical cliques where people consider themselves better than most and look up to a few, with a tight ship of very few powerful decision makers. (Backed up by such as mischievous goings on at the AGM to virtually ensure the 'right' people get elected maintaining the power base, suppressing, or misrepresenting the truth in order to back up the ‘right’ person or failing to back an ordinary member behaving Biblically.) There is no imperative for leaders to seek out the numerous lonely and needy people before and after church services, so almost uniformly they catch up with their friends, if they converse at all. There is little understanding that God’s priority of not making us fight for His attention should be modelled in making ourselves available so others need not strive for our attention. Saying 'call me any time' inspires confidence, mutual respect, and judicious acceptance of this offer whereas being elusive will make it very difficult for others to be themselves. Gracefulness includes being easily available and welcoming, yet, sadly, non-Christians are often happier, more sociable, and have greater integrity.

Listening properly is such an important attribute in a Christian, which has to be taught and modelled, not taken for granted. Listening must be active, empathetic, and involve putting one-self in the other person’s shoes. Unfortunately, most people at All Souls react superficially, and in a ‘knee-jerk’ fashion, to conversation, while pigeon-holing the other person, and basing their ensuing behaviour on what the person can offer them, rather than what they offer. Too much is done in groups when business with God is usually done much more personally, and in one-to-one situations. People should build up confidence by individually standing up for themselves.


Loving and accepting, and particularly rebuking and correcting, are virtually impossible as people invariably react the wrong way. And underlying all interaction is the complete lack of confidence that any problems or disputes will be dealt with properly. Love has no fear, or minimally fear means that love is incomplete, but should be made complete. The church has responsibility for this, yet people have so little confidence or trust in other Christians. To what extent All Souls attracts people with certain sorts of relationship problems or induces them in people who attend regularly, and I believe mainly the latter, issues of interaction and living out one's faith are just not addressed. Some Fellowship Group Leaders perform this task well, but many are untrained, unenthusiastic, inexperienced, or not gifted in pastoral care. This should be a focus for everyone at church, it is no excuse at all to ignore or reject someone because you feel it is up to his or her Fellowship Group leaders to sort them out (if indeed they have any). Even for a person, who has been very involved in bringing a dozen or more people to faith in Christ, there is no excuse for not developing Christ-like love, acceptance, and confidence in ‘uncertain’ relationships. No one is saying the converts would not have become Christians if these character issues had been addressed and it is sad when such a person seems to enter later life fairly lonely and unfulfilled. The connection between conversion and love from a Christian friend is mysterious; but a maturing in love must be helpful and perhaps very important for the ability to witness effectively for most people.


It is bizarre that the common perception is that since a preacher can be seen to convert people then God must be expressing complete approval of them and their private life. We know that God even works through preachers who are not Christians themselves to convert people, and it would be a strange and horrible God indeed who, should He strongly disapprove of a preacher’s priorities, private life, or ability to minister and provide pastoral care, would thwart their ministry, and not enable those who listen to them to be converted.

New Christians need time out to think, deepen, and broaden, their relationships, and get used to their new perspective. Unfortunately, many become too busy and pick up too much theology second-hand without having properly wrestled through it themselves; indeed, they may often claim to believe in the Bible, yet they quickly rebuke someone who has many years of experience of Christian life and has read the Bible through entirely, when they themselves have hardly read any of it. It is sometimes as if new Christians have bought in to a philosophy, rather than been brought into humble repentance, and reverential allegiance to a loving, accepting, forgiving God. The church ‘provides’ a great deal, but ‘offers’ very little, that is it will rarely offer to suffer or go out of its way to respond to the needs of the individual - ‘we provide this, take it or leave it’. This can filter through to new Christians who can have very little understanding of the costliness, and willingness to suffer, constituent to their Christian life, rather they can have hopelessly unrealistic expectations for the experience of living the Christian life in general, and their ‘love-life’, job prospects, and importance in the church. The church seems to be full of people not wanting to take advantage of their previous experience, or connections, the past is hurtful and disappointing, and either life has not reached its’ hoped for potential, or there is a feeling that the best times are not in the future. Behind this is the expectation that one's Christian life can be brought into a different plane of closeness with God through pressing the right religious buttons (church, prayer, Bible study…..), and getting God to deliver what one wants, which is a potentially disastrous misunderstanding.


Even in its strongest department, the intellectual understanding of the Bible, people are not well served in All Souls, as they effectively become 'unthinking clones' of the theological party line. That one might agree with 90+% of that line cannot disguise the awful consequences of people assuming that the church knows exactly the truth of what God and the Bible are saying, and so fail to challenge what is said and think for themselves. There are huge dangers from being pushed into the prison that is only being able to think 'inside the box'. Naturally there are dangers in thinking too loosely 'outside the box', but it is those who are able to gain a perspective from leaving behind their tradition, constituency, and assumed beliefs, to examine truth aside from pre-conceptions and prejudices, who are best able to grow and mature. They will also be able properly to love those, who do not agree with everything that they believe. The myth exists that getting the Bible into people has some magical effect beyond what is realistic to expect, yet in reality it is relationship, which enables Biblical truth to hit home rather than go out empty. This exaggeration is easier to see when you are prepared to ‘un-believe’ what you think you already know, even just for the sake of argument, and when you are prepared to actively listen to someone with a different point of view. Thinking only from 'inside the box' can lead to preaching that is naive, not challenging, and fails to connect properly with its audience. Addiction to the cause of a particular theological understanding has many repercussions such as the isolation of needy individuals considered unsuitable to that cause. The rights of individuals, and doing what is right by them, are frequently sacrificed for the expediency of what is judged to be in the best interests of the church, when it should be the other way around. The right thing should be done, and be seen to have done, with God trusted, and people loved, with efforts then focussed on dealing with issues arising.


Church members look to befriend a minister, or leader, often behaving in a quite artificial and different way to usual, so they might gain affirmation and importance. They then expect the leader to back them up in any pursuit of a leadership role, or dispute with another person, while leaders do little that leads one to believe that issues are dealt with on merit, and decisions are not taken according to personalities, and their political ‘leverage’.


As a church, we should believe in the unity of love that marks us out as a Christians, not doctrinal unity beyond a basic core of beliefs, leading to a community of mutual love and acceptance. Just as Jesus says, we are no longer His servants, but His friends, so everyone including those apparently unattractive or lacking gifts should be capable of being our friends. In fact Church leaders should not be seen as powerful managers, but Christ-like servants of their members, but it seems as if they want to tell people what they should believe and do, rather than meet their needs and change peoples minds through love, encouragement and demonstration.


It is very sad that people feel they cannot share their feelings and this is habitually remarked upon by Fellowship Group leaders from overseas. A Fellowship Group led by an English married couple, which met every two weeks for a number of years, turned up at their group one evening to inform everyone that they were getting divorced. None of the members had any idea at all, since the leaders, understandably in the light of church attitudes, felt they could not tell anyone as problems in their marriage developed. People are just so frightened to share their feelings and admit any weakness, yet leaders in the church can only moan at people for not reading their Bible every day and continuing to believe that most people in the church are doing well. But, in truth, many people are struggling with their quiet times as well as issues that are troubling them, and leaders are living in a deluded world ignorant of the huge anxiety, unresolved problems, and lack of self-worth in people's lives. They also suppose that problems, which exist, are down to the individual, rather than being largely church induced, and they fail to understand their collective responsibility. And if preaching did really connect with people then it would induce great warmth and love among church members, as well as being strongly encouraging to them to share feelings, be welcoming, and recognise the privilege of listening to and helping out other people. It does not.

There is a real feeling that doing something for someone leaves a debt; people feel that accepting the benefits of the church or letting someone spend money on them means there is an onus on them to reciprocate. Of course, one should want to give back in return, but it should not be seen as expected or required, rather freely offered without strings. Receiving is an aspect of Grace as much as offering and we should not decline to receive because of the implication that something would be required in return or make an offer on the understanding that it is part of 'a deal'. Initiating relationships is made harder than necessary by worries of indebtedness and leading someone on, that should be virtually without foundation. One will never reach the end of life financially, practically, or emotionally square with everyone, so there is no need to see relationships as being tit-for-tat business deals, but a series of freely offered and received benefits without any future expectations.

Above all we should encourage one another unto good deeds, and notwithstanding the occasional rebuke in the context of loving accountability, we must keep on being positive about each other, not reducing our love and respect for someone if they sin, fail, or do what we disapprove of. We must strain to make sure our attitude to others is unconditional, looking upon another as a person who is becoming Christ-like, irrespective of looks, status, or gifts. There is a struggle to see those who are ‘ugly’ as backed by God, and those who are leaders as ‘ordinary’, just as fallible as everyone else, and sometimes more so. Unfortunately people need a badge or some ‘certificate of authority’ to tell people they should be listened to or otherwise they are not. Thus a person ‘on the ground’ with much worthwhile to say is trapped, not able or inclined to be involved in the necessary politics or hierarchy-climbing in order to gain the position, which will allow them to be heard. Those in positions of authority got there just by convincing themselves and other people they were suitable, so they need not be. People do not want to make the effort to discern the appropriate weight they should attach to the words of whoever is speaking.


Jesus was convincing primarily because he was provocative, while being very confident in what he was saying since He was speaking from His heart; yet evangelicals almost without exception speak from their brain. We cannot hope to speak the whole truth, but we can speak from the heart full of confidence arising from the assurance that God will work through our imperfect words being willing to apologise later if necessary. But many at church lack confidence to speak up about their faith, leaving it to those perceived as qualified to do so.


Jesus is the rock upon which a house can be built (not the house itself) enabling extensive housekeeping, improvements, and re-building (upon that solid rock). Smooth calm progress up work/church/social hierarchies seemingly without struggle is not success to be admired. (Jesus was superficially most like a Pharisee, but they did not live out their teaching so it did not connect, while Jesus’ (mightily used) disciples were ‘odd-balls’ who were not like Him.)


The effort to draw a distinction between the uprightness of the church and the fallen nature of the world by highlighting sins such as alcoholism, gambling, and pornography, and then trying to make a tenuous link between failing to keep up Bible reading and falling into such sinful practices is very unhelpful. Anyway, most sins are not of transgression, but rather of falling short of God's standards, and having an inherently corrupt heart, which is unable to love in a perfect fashion. To pick out a few individual sins, however serious, is neither helpful to those who are struggling with such sins nor those who, because they feel they would never get involved with them, feel they are superior and perhaps even cannot name any sin they are committing, unaware of how sinful they really are. An atmosphere pervades in which sin is seen rather as something the world, other churches, and other people do, rather than a real issue in people's lives. ‘Others in the world caught up in sin should have been reading their Bibles regularly, and are not like us; one of us would not do such things.’ It is very wrong to think of oneself as superior and fundamentally not capable of committing certain sins, rather we should view ourselves as being capable of sin just as much as anybody else, and that others are just as worthy of Christ dying for them. Whether caught up in the struggle with sin or aloof from such struggles, people fail to realise that they are very similar to everyone else, and that we should not be isolated from each other. And, of course, God has used, rather significantly, Abraham, who married off his wife as his sister, David who committed murder and adultery, and Paul who strongly persecuted Christians. It is almost the case that the church should have a particular vested interest in those corrupted by 'serious sins' since, if they could be brought back to faith, then they would have particular insight and experience to offer in the church and in evangelism. People understand that the best person to witness to a drug-addict is a former drug-addict, who has turned away from such a life through faith, but this understanding is entirely negated if taking drugs is pilloried in the pulpit, and the congregation shuns drug-addicts. I do believe that God leaves the ninety-nine to concentrate on bringing the one lost sheep back into the fold, not just because of His nature and His promises, but also because of the richness that the lost sheep can bring to the church upon returning to the fold. It is very sad that churches such as All Souls tend to repulse those who are struggling as embarrassments, in order to maintain their 'standards' and reputation.

As mentioned in my writing on Pastoral Care (page ??) I have seen a conservative evangelical minister going to a new parish in the country, and quickly succeeding in growing the congregation, numerically while a much more pastorally gifted and focussed open evangelical has not been able to achieve such a growth in numbers at a city suburb. But, aside from the churches being in different territory, I do not feel that God measures churches numerically, and there is always the risk of subliminal pressure to attend church events that goes beyond encouragement to coercion. There may also be perceived favouritism towards those attending so that extra numbers may not necessarily be healthy, rather the attitudes of the hearts of the members of the congregations are more important. In the second case, the preacher being inclusive and appealing to all strands of Christianity may be at a cost to numerical growth and concern for building Christian character and caring for people as well as for Biblical truth may not clearly filter through to a growth in attendance. Being able to call upon regional and national members of the conservative evangelical 'tribe' to assist and having financial advantages are also practically helpful with answers to prayer and numerical growth. (A curate at All Souls said he quite hoped that the Church of England would fall into financial chaos since evangelicals were much more willing and able to give money to support their churches and they would then be able to take over!) In a suburban city, church financial and general resource constraints can be restricting, but there may be a better sense of belonging, meeting of needs and exploration of gifts. Both churches are very worthwhile with genuinely well-motivated ministers and there is little point in making detailed comparisons, but I can see in the latter case real positive changes in people's lives, which cannot obviously be measured against reaching out to a wider audience. Certainly, God is concerned both with the numbers of Christians, and building Christian character; He would not wish to constrain churches, or have them conform to a set style, not having any preference between them. The priority is for a church to be healthy.


I am a Christian because Christ is true, and indeed Christianity works. I aim to do what is right because I trust God, and what is right is best as well, even if I do not always fully understand why. Sin has a component relating to what risks are being taken, and is not so much doing wrong, but having a deep desire for independence from God. A Christian is a person in a relationship with God who desires to do His will, and live in step with the Spirit. Allow the Word of Christ to dwell in you richly, and be willing to change yourself, your view of the past, and your future direction. God's idea of knowledge, as the Bible states, is not factual or doctrinal truth, but the wisdom arising from the experience of walking in step with the Spirit. Gaining Biblical knowledge and applying it in our lives and relationships, transforms it from head-knowledge into real knowledge - a Spirit-filled experience. People do not need outwardly purifying, but inward purification through love, example, and listening. Do not be too sorted; keep some randomness and uncertainty in your life for God to work through. Real knowledge is wisdom that comes from experience, so taking risks and allowing for uncertainty assists in gaining wisdom.


A number of people have arrived at All Souls and immediately been offered leadership roles without any background checks and over the heads of people, who have been working hard in the church for a long time and would love the affirmation of being valued that comes with being offered these roles. It is not right that careers in the church should arise from brief encounters at such as newcomers meetings and after services, while in general people only contribute what they would have been able to when they arrived in the church. Many give generously of their time and gifts, but unlike the woman with the two denarii, may only be giving what they can afford to give. Repeated inferences on the membership form of the right of the church to veto the area of service that one might wish to put oneself forward for is very damaging. (…up to a team leader to decide your suitability…..we may ask you to consider an area of service we think more suited to your gifts and/or the needs of the church…..some areas …would need to attend a training course before being considered.) Certainly some tasks at church need doing, but service should primarily be geared around the gifts that are in the church, particularly with a constant look out for those with unexplored gifts, and all reasonable risks taken in putting people forward, making clear that failure is not desirable but accepted unconditionally without consequences. People should not be afraid to recommend each other for service.


Normal human characteristics do not easily develop because people are intense, desire to be busy, and have high expectations. There is little opportunity to bring out and discern qualities in someone that are not immediately apparent or for character traits such as sense of humour to become evident. So it is hard to find out what other people are really like especially as everyone is usually averse to giving of him or herself in conversation.

The 'falling away' of Roy Clements, a leading evangelical, might be much and variously interpreted, but I strongly agree with the three Christian issues that he was wrestling with prior to leaving his wife and family for a homosexual relationship. The damage caused by evangelical leaders being put up on a pedestal, the pressure to be black and white about Biblical interpretation, and the emptiness of many sermons failing to connect with the lives of the congregation. These are indeed very serious matters and though what followed was horrific, I can just about see the possibility that, disregarding the issue of homosexuality, it was for the best in the long run for Roy and the church that he did not have to cope with the torpedoing claustrophobia of these three issues. I do feel we can still gain from reading his books (they do not need to be put aside). I suggest that there may be a spiritual force such that a sudden ‘break-out’ from the ‘straight-jacket’ of evangelicalism does often manifest itself in homosexuality, and this does not necessarily mean that this particular 'sin' is the root of the matter. Such a manifestation might be just as easily a ‘down-payment’ of the doom the church is causing, through its failures to be relational, as evidenced by Roy’s three main issues. I believe these cases, not infrequently occurring, have much more to do with the church, than the individual. I sometimes attribute such cases to the unwillingness of members of the church to respond to a plea for reconciliation, such that massive and continuing hurt later ensues.


There do seem to be a number of what turn out to be counterfeit conversions, and I believe there are many weeds and tares in the church that God leaves until the final harvest, as he does not want to disturb the good wheat. We ought to be aware of this and not retreat from searching them out and committing time, effort, and love to them, trying to change the soil in their heart to that which provides a good harvest.


There is a sense that evangelicals keep the most interesting information to themselves, partly because it is uncertain, but also because they feel the congregation need to have their Bible input managed. Consequently, personally relevant Biblical information has to be drawn out of evangelicals, by fighting hard for their attention, and then searching for the right questions to ask (while hopefully improving one’s style in doing so).


‘All Souls’ is not built up through its member’s gifts, with people denied their right to explore them for fear the church’s reputation would be damaged, if the gift were not professionally and successfully outworked. When people are required to accomplish tasks the database is explored for those in the church, who have the ‘right’ profile and do the job, rather than approaching the person, who is most qualified/suitable, or could most benefit.


There is an ever-growing catalogue of serious pastoral disasters by the Ministry Team. There appears to be very little understanding of how to resolve disputes, and an ignorance of Jesus’ express and universal instructions for so doing, even though they have been preached on. The urge for safety and control over all matters in the church is in fact a sign of deep insecurity in the leadership, and runs very much counter to trusting God. 


The practical enemy of the devil is only an archangel; the practical enemy of God is superficiality, which has much more destructive potential than anyone can imagine. People yearn for deeper conversation, but only when there is a safe exit and minimal effort or need for vulnerability in searching for it, as witnessed when a moment in the service is given to talk to those nearby, and it is then a struggle to stop the ensuing chatter. 


The same words, submit and love, are used regarding the unbreakable God-ordained bond of marriage, as for the bond between brothers and sisters in the church. Relationships in the church should be similarly deep, reverential, and unbreakable, just without sexual intimacy or consistent priority. Christians are members of the body that is the family of believers, the body of Christ, and so we should submit to one another in that spirit of unity. Unfortunately, at All Souls there is rather a spirit of independence and the perceived right of veto in co-operating with one another. People adhere to a hierarchy of authority, rather than the willingness to serve one another, irrespective of status, attractiveness, age, sex, comfort etc.

 Leviticus 19:17 "'Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbour frankly so you will not share in his guilt.” A lack of love is hate, and if you love then you rebuke seriously, otherwise you are in collusion with their sin, and so a share of it will stand against you. People have it so wrong that you only rebuke someone whom you want to put in their place for personal advantage.

Greatness is exhibited by the ability to apply the same criteria for decision-making when under great pressure with serious negative consequences if the decision goes wrong as when there are no real consequences flowing from the decision. Unfortunately, there is a conspicuous lack of greatness in the church, where the large majority apply their Christian principles only when it is comfortable to do so, and jump to protect themselves, their interests, and their reputation, when they are under threat, rather than trust God, and do the right thing.

Much of Christian theology is obvious to Christians, but often it comes across as irrelevant to the lives of non-Christians (and in fact Christians as well). Christians can be unwilling or unable to go back into their Christian past, and shape their evangelism with empathy wearing the shoes of an unbeliever. Preaching and teaching tends to exaggerate the obviousness of Christian doctrine to believers, which diminishes their ability to evangelise, both in terms of their confidence when they do not get immediate results, and in the content of their words not being respectful enough to the non-believer and willing to meet them where they are at in life.


Unfortunately, there are few Good Samaritans in church, who have wealth and are busy, but will go out of their way to help another in distress. People struggle to see the Spirit of power that raised Jesus from the dead in those that are different to them, many suffering from the victim culture feeling that unfortunately circumstances are against them being able to help themselves, do what they would like to do and explore their calling and purpose in this world. People are also shortsighted in seeing unwrapped potential in themselves and others, and their capability to change for good, sometimes radically, if they are loved, cared for, and effectively taught.

Christians on the ground have real problems connected with guilt, which for the most part are unnecessary and part of the devils' attempt to thwart them from their purposes in the kingdom. Certain issues seem to cause worries for people in that they do not feel they have properly repented because they found a sin 'attractive', and are unsure whether they might commit it again. In extreme cases a feeling that what one has done is unforgivable or is the start of a move in that direction plagues one’s thinking and perhaps some of that guilt has been provoked by God, but most often I feel the majority of the guilt has no connection with a lack of forgiveness. In the case of a problem with say 'soft' pornography, without going into all the details, there may well be confusion in the mind of a man unused to such images with the reaction they induced. There is obviously a tension between seeing a semi-naked woman as a glorifying Godly creation, and seeing her sinfully as a ‘sex-object’, a potential trophy conquest. Many more people have problems with issues such as this than the person involved realises, and, in fact, his conscience is normally a good sign compared to others who might sinfully condemn and judge when they also have a serious failure in their own view of human sexuality and ability to empathise. Serious sin with serious consequences most often arises from inability to share feelings, or a holier than thou attitude that is suddenly exposed by attack at its weak point. As ever grace with an attitude of love the sinner, hate the sin, is the desired response however serious the sin, as well as the provision of practical help and empathy. Remember love fulfils the law, so do not let any sin or guilt deflect you from your commitment to love; once addressed and prayed over, move on, and do not look back.


People do not realise how much their minds are not free, and their personal opinions are affected by spin, peer pressure, and subliminal pressures, to think as they are supposed to. And, of course, there is a great tendency to leap to disparage those with different opinions to one’s own. Logic supposes that another person may have valid knowledge amongst the 99+% one does not know, particularly as a Christian if the Holy Spirit is present in their heart. One should be all the more respectful in disagreeing since in general a Christian yearns to have an open mind, and only reluctantly begs to differ such as in the case of core blasphemy or blatant untruth. The Spirit is truth not by intellect, so we must balance intelligent thinking with learning from love, relationship, and experience.


The best prayer is ‘Thank you God’, particularly for other human beings whom you love, or have helped you, but also when such as logistics have worked out surprisingly well. Make sure you do not just thank God when the ‘big things’ have gone your way, or fail to thank Him when things do not go quite as you had hoped.


It is ironic that James, probably the brother of Jesus who did not come to faith during His lifetime, wrote the book that over time evangelicals have tried to remove from the Bible, or reduce in importance. Such belated understanding could suggest that many of them would not recognise practical Christ-likeness close up.


Suffering is not so beneficial that it should be deliberately sought out such as by walking up a mountain on your knees, but is so beneficial that withstanding suffering is a primary source of wisdom and spiritual growth. Just as a bowler in cricket aims every delivery at the same place allowing his natural fallibility to provide variation, a Christian aims to do what is right, not wanting, but expecting suffering. Such affliction may, or may not, be related to his or her sin, just as bad balls will most likely be hit for runs, but some good balls will be also.


Many evangelicals can comprehend the majesty of Christ, but cannot make it real in their lives. Much could be gained from throwing people together in the trenches of service but many are denied such opportunities since they lack the qualities to 'ensure' success (required to demonstrate God’s approval). The near addiction of many to the worldly perception of success, rather than the Godly definition, is such a handicap.

People do not go to church with the right attitude having the desire to find out where they are going wrong and the resolve to change. Rather they seek affirmation through gaining status, accomplished without change and general validation of what they already are. To gain salvation is to put to death one's self-centred life and the consequent Christian life should similarly be about making fresh starts, which requires putting sin, wrongdoing and falling short to death, turning definitely away not just avoiding and adapting as one goes along.


Much theology in All Souls, although largely sound, acts to re-interpret scripture in the light of recognised doctrine or acquired knowledge un-checked and second-hand from other evangelical sources, or in interpreting the Old Testament in the light of the New, rather than coming to the text fresh unconstrained by pre-conceived parameters of understanding. Sometimes too much can be read into what is written and even what Jesus said, such that it seems to me to be very unlikely to be what the author intended, in order to fit with the picture that the preacher wants to paint and consistent with his style of belief. Many church, national, and international, events are interpreted in order to support the preacher's philosophy. Even other religions should be treated as having useful things to say when properly tested in the light of scripture; it does not help to blur levels of integrity when different theological constituencies are attacked with the same vehemence as other religions.


The devil tells the truth a great deal, such as in Eden when he suggested Eve would become like God or when tempting Jesus suggesting that He could have all the kingdoms of the world. But of course there was a constituent of untruth - 'You shall not surely die', '...bow down, and worship me'. Unfortunately, the pressure to tell the truth ever more powerfully means that an element of falsehood can be subtle such that understanding and particularly consequential priorities can be greatly distorted as a result.

God's truth is inseparable from His character, but the uplifting teaching at All Souls leads people to believe that truth is an intellectual concept, and this then becomes an end in itself. The role of the Holy Spirit is negated in all His many roles, from His involvement in the revelation of Scripture, to providing His church members with fundamental fruits and individual gifts; it is almost as if the Holy Spirit is left at the church door as you walk in, and picks you up on the way out. Truth is seen as factual, rather than relational.

Loving one another translates in church to being co-operative until one would rather bear a grudge than make the effort to continue such co-operation, and, sadly, this decision can be taken very quickly at the slightest disappointment, disagreement, or discomfort. But love demands perseverance, and commitment as non-optional and a pre-requisite to growing in maturity. Self-sacrifice is not in itself love. People often do not see grace for applying strict adherence to rules - it can be harder to get a hug in church than to hug a homosexual in the street. There is not a proper concern to keep one's word, which is often only good until a better alternative arises.

It is also possible to love too much or too exclusively and people can lack balance. God answers through wrestling, fighting, and praying, not by handing out answers so we should be open to hearing him by making the commitment: ‘I just want to love, and be like God wants me to be’. We should want blessings for ourselves that glorify God; that is his dual action on believers - bless and glorify.


Much goes wrong in Evangelicalism because leaders lack empathy with their congregation, and do not see things from their perspective. An Oxford church once decided all leaders would become ‘ordinary’ members of the congregation for a couple of months. Afterwards, they all said it changed them deeply, and they would never be the same again. Many leaders of all kinds would not cope with being mere members of their church.

Men generally want power too much and are prepared to break the rules to get there, while women want to follow a formula too much, and are too distrusting of making up their own mind, and doing something other than what they feel they should. The cross has masculine and feminine aspects and though there are Biblical issues relating to gender, most of those with an axe to grind on this issue have problems that arise from their own experiences, and if peace were reached about them this might prompt a different attitude.


People want to know how a friendship/relationship will end up before it has begun. Some women will not look at a man if they do not fit the narrow desirable specification, and want to retain a right of veto on each aspect of any relationship. Some strong relationships start badly, yet love and vulnerability are not trusted as the instruments of relationship, change, and maturity. Jesus would not have had a problem with the female body so it must be possible to have a Christ-like non-sinful view of the body of the opposite sex. It is almost as bad for relationships to continually fall short, inhibited by prudishness and fear of sin, as it is for sins of sexual transgression to be committed. Sexual intercourse itself is never bad, it is always an expression of the divine creation, but it equates to stealing if it is conducted outside marriage. But it is wrong to accuse someone of being a potential thief - looking at someone is not the same as mentally taking ownership. Many in the church lack comfort with their own body and the way people look at it as well as the body of the opposite sex. Temptation is not a sin, and being aroused, or inducing arousal in another, is only natural, and should be comfortably accommodated - unless accompanied by improper behaviour or any suggestion of an attitude of possession. I do not know what the practical solution to rectifying this is, but if people could only get comfortable with the physical nature of being, then I feel many other consequential difficulties in relationships could be avoided.

The good news is that God loves you, and therefore you are very special, has not been properly brought home to people, and what may appear as bad news for many, that God loves everybody else, and they are special also, has not been properly explained and accepted. The requirement to love others should not be seen as a burden, but rather part of being loved by God. Bystanders at church are special, and often they have an insight into life and church that is valuable. At the banquet in heaven will be many who were on the sidelines in this world. There is an enduring superiority complex around and this contributes to the reality that people needing a hug often only receive isolation. Those with injury, illness, suffering, or just an unfulfilled desire to love and be loved do not readily receive the attention, prayer, or sympathy, they need, and the church is duty-bound to provide. People often expect a trouble free life and do not easily forgive someone who gets in their way, or fails to live up to their standards or expectations. They seem to refuse to see the merciful hand of God and the work of the Holy Spirit facilitating change in a church member who is not behaving according to the expected stereotype.

There is a modern dilemma where providing sound bites and professionalism seems to work, but not imitating Christ in love, care, and listening - we must challenge God on this. Meeting the needs of churchgoers is not optional, and growing numerically in attendance and conversions is not a good guide to God's approval of a church, and certainly not a justification of opting out of the pastoral obligations of ministry. Meanwhile we should just continue to hope to move Christians on a metre in their walk with God as we meet them, and be satisfied with this, neither ignoring them as we evangelise, nor hoping for quick and large growth in their spiritual maturity.

We should also aim to understand and be accommodating of those who are not like us. A woman can complain that men are so unable to show their emotions or share their feelings, while at the same time rubbish football, yet a football match can be the only time during the week that a man does express his feelings. Better to understand football just a bit and see if such sharing of feelings can be enhanced and brought out further. Sport can offer further insights: 'Nobody died it was just a tennis match' - this was Boris Becker's quote after a shock loss at Wimbledon in his prime. But, actually, it is truer to say, 'Somebody may have died, but this is a football match' - that is we know who will win over death, Jesus, but in football one does not know in advance who will win. So we should reflect that our death has been won at cost, and relish the uncertainties life has to offer.


All Souls takes advantage of those who are content to stand still in their Christian maturity occupying roles within their capability for long periods, which are no longer challenging, or stimulating, to personal growth, or with any clear prospects of a path leading on to more fulfilling roles. Such people can often feel an unnecessary need for approval from All Souls before they commit to doing anything, even in accepting private invitations.


Our attitude to non-Christians is often not the best; we ascribe to heaven many answers that lie in this world; there is an unhelpful anti-science mentality among theologians. There should be respect for science, which should not be seen as counter-Christian. There is increasing evidence that science supports Christianity and scientists are amazed, for example, that topsoil covered the earth prior to earthly life unlike any other planet and in just the necessary way for food to be grown. We should be sceptical when challenged about Christianity by non-Christians, when such as the proposition that the only context for sexual intercourse is within marriage, is being ridiculed. One should state quietly that there are difficult issues, but, in faith, one believes the Christian attitude to be right theologically and practically. It is the only principle that best enables both partners to believe they have the same underlying commitment to the relationship (many on one-night stands or short-term relationships have a different idea after sex of the degree of commitment they would like for the relationship). Supporting statistics show for example: 76% of people have their best sex in long-term relationships and 91% of children involved in divorce want their parents to be reconciled. Do not be dogmatic, but suggest there is much circumstantial evidence supporting Christian doctrine. It is not wrong to admit to the failings of the church, past and present, and Christians generally, but of course God should not be judged on them. (Small examples: ‘Heathen’ derives from those who congregated on the heath, and ‘Pagan’ from those believing in a divinity derived from nature, neither derivation having integrity.) We should have greater respect for non-Christians - God loves them and they are on the same path everyone was once – and accept that they can experience the Holy Spirit, so we should aim to link this with Christian understanding. This is a spiritual age and we should be comfortable with respecting what appear to be off-centre interpretations of spiritual experience if they are heading approximately in the right direction (to God).

God trusts you as a partner and yearns for you to trust Him also. The risk to salvation stems from seeking to achieve mental, spiritual, and physical safety, entirely under one’s own strength, ignoring God’s request to be trusted and His role in keeping you safe respected, not usurped. By contrast, security lies in risk-taking and building up evidence that God is taking care of you through periods of uncertainty and suffering in your life.


The greatest problem collectively is that Christians tend to abandon their principles when under pressure so appearing hypocritical, which has serious consequences, and is what Jesus particularly riled against. Christians often do the right thing 90% of the time building up expectations of integrity only to ruin them at the very moment, under pressure or discomfort, when it is important to hold on to Christian principles. (A local friend tells of an evangelical who, when asked what he would do if aliens landed and explained life on earth was an experiment that had worked, replied that he would go and ‘live it up’. Wrong answer, he should have said he would carry on the same.)

Jesus would not have sworn to tell the whole truth, or nothing but the truth, so we should be happy enough with speaking and listening to the 'mid-point' of the truth that is consistent with the relationship that we are in with the person we are talking to. For a friend we should aim to give full information, but not feel the need to share innermost thoughts or introduce what is not relevant. At work, we can be more constrained, and with those close to us, we can take more risks with the conversation. It is fair to say that though we should be the same person we ought perhaps to have a two-faced approach that shows a different face if we feel confident that we are only with Christians than, in all other circumstances. For example, with Christians we can be more direct in rebuking and correcting, while being much more graceful and accommodating with non-Christians. But many people swing between mostly saying too little, and then saying too much, perhaps even coming across as having two personalities a formal one and an informal one. We should think and pray about our behaviour, and then desire to be ourselves, reflecting on our relational skills in the hope of modifying them beneficially over time. 


It does not often happen, but one date can snap a man out of depression, who has not been able to be cured through repeated attempts by a doctor and nursing care. The full power of fresh Male-Female interaction to put someone right mentally and so enable them to make the contribution to the world that God intended, should never be under-estimated. The risk of discomfort is surely well worth the possible benefit, and is usually right.


We should not adhere to the statement that if one is not a Calvinist then one is without God's love; we are the priesthood of all believers. The worry is rather that we fail to acknowledge that we have many weeds and tares in the church, and do not develop a ministry to attempt to ‘change the soil’ to make them secure and fruitful.


I suggest there should be some non-parish roving priests, who would be an anti-dote to the ‘cloning’ of a congregation towards unthinking acceptance of particular doctrine and behaviour and provide relief for the vicar, an outside perspective from which to address issues and pastoral needs, and a greater understanding of the methods and styles of other churches. Hopefully the strengths and weaknesses of other ‘doctrines’ would then be more respected, and to some extent taken on board thus prospering church unity.
